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individual family factors such as the par-
ents’ marital integration, religious beliefs 
and values, financial resources, cultural 
heritage, and external support system. 
Additionally, child characteristics such 
as gender and the severity of the impair-
ment also mediate the family’s adaptation. 
In our view, all of these variables interact 
and commingle to produce overall family 
adaptation.

Marital Relationships
Being a parent of a child with a disabil-
ity may contribute to marital tension and 
stress in some families. The research lit-
erature on divorce in families of children 
with disabilities is limited, however, and 
the findings are frequently contradictory. 
In some instances, divorce and marital 
difficulties are common adjustment problems (Banks, 2003; Hodapp & Krasner, 1995);  
in other situations, marriages are strengthened (Scorgie & Sobsey, 2000; Scorgie, 
Wilgosh, & McDonald, 1998). Investigators have also found no difference in divorce 
rates between families with and without children with disabilities (Meadan, Halle, & 
Ebata, 2010; Seligman & Darling, 2007; Turnbull et al., 2015). Although being a par-
ent of a child with a disability may result in significantly greater stress for both mothers 
and fathers (Hutton & Caron, 2005; Olsson & Hwang, 2001), it would be false to 
conclude that marital deterioration is an automatic consequence (Blasco et al., 2008). It 
is simply unclear why some marriages remain intact and others disintegrate. We suspect 
that the answer lies in the mixture of parent and child characteristics interacting with 
specific ecological factors.

Mothers of Children With Disabilities
In many American households, women are primarily responsible for the raising of chil-
dren, although more men are currently assuming greater child-rearing responsibilities. 
Still, in many families, mothers are particularly vulnerable to the stresses, strains, and 
added difficulties engendered by a child with a disability (Trachtenberg, Batshaw, & 
Batshaw, 2007). In some circumstances, these problems may be immediate, such as when 
a baby is born with Down syndrome or multiple disabilities; in other instances, mothers 
may encounter added stress when a disability is recognized after a son or daughter enters 
school. New roles, responsibilities, and routines for mothers are not uncommon when a 
youngster has a disability. The dynamics of the entire family relationship may also change.

A sense of feeling overwhelmed, concern about family finances, physical—and, in 
some instances, mental—exhaustion, impaired relationships with other family mem-
bers, and the impact on employment are just some of the issues confronting mothers 
when their child has a disability. Of course, the type and severity of the disability, the 
time of its onset, and access to support systems often mediate the situation. Having a 
supportive husband or partner is crucial to helping mothers successfully cope with the 
stresses of raising their son or daughter with a disability (Power & Dell Orto, 2004). 
In some communities, support groups and respite care provide a valuable source of 
relief for mothers as well as other family members.
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Mothers are particularly vulnerable to the stresses, strains, and added difficulties 
engendered by a child with a disability. 

respite care: Temporary or occasional 
care of an individual with disabilities by 
nonfamily members.
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